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ANNCR : 

THE U.S. SUPREME COURT HAS UNANIMOUSLY UPHELD THE 
CONSTITUTIONAL AUTHORITY OF CONGRESS TO LIMET THE AMOUNT OF 
THAT VICTIMS CAN RECOVER IN THE EVENT OF A NUCLEAR ACCIDENT. 
CHRIS KERN REPORTS, 

VOICE: 

AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR, IT WAS GENERALLY ASSUMED THAT 
ONLY GOVERNMENTS WOULD BE ABLE TO DEVELOP ATOMIC POWER FOR SUCH 
PEACEFUL USES AS GENERATING ELECTRICITY. THAT WAS ALSO THE 
ASSUMPTION HERE IN THE UNITED STATES, AND IT WAS INCORPORATED 
IN THE FIRST ATOMIC ENERGY ACT PASSED BY CONGRESS BACK IN 1946. 
BUT WITHIN A DECADE, THAT THINKING CHANGED, AND CONGRESS ENACTED 
A SERIES OF LAWS THROUGH THE 1950'S TO ENCOURAGE THE DEVELOPMENT 
OF NUCLEAR POWER BY PRIVATE INDUSTRY. 

THERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN SOME CONTROVERSY ABOUT THE SAFETY 
PROVISIONS IN THOSE LAWS, BUT IT HAS BEEN GROWING IN THE LAST 
FEW YEARS AS NUCLEAR POWER PLANT CONSTRUCTION HAS MOVED INTO 
HEAVILY POPULATED AREAS, OESPITE STRICT BUILDING AND OPERATING 
REQUIREMENTS, CRITICS OF THE NUCLEAR POWER INDUSTRY HAVE 
CHALLENGED THE ADEQUACY OF GOVERNMENT SAFETY STANDARDS. AND IN 
A DECISION THAT SENT AN ELECTRIC SHOCK THROUGH THE PRIVATE 
POWER INDUSTRY, A FEDERAL JUDGE RULED LAST YEAR THAT CONGRESSIONAL 
LIMITS ON HE AMOUNT THE INDUSTRY WOULD HAVE TO PAY TO NUCLEAR 
ACCIDENT VICTIMS WERE IN VIOLATION OF THE U.S. CONSTITUTION. 

THAT RULING WAS A RESPONSE TO A LAWSUIT BY A COALITION OF 
NORTH CAROLINA LABOR UNIONS, ENVIRONMENTALISTS AND LOCAL RESIDENTS 
WHO ARGUED THAT THE CONGRESSIONAL LIMIT ON LIABILITY <= CURRENTLY 
560 MILLION DOLLARS == WAS FAR TOO SMALL. THEY SAID THE ACTUAL 
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FINANCIAL DAMAGES IN THE EVFNT OF A NUCLEAR CATASTROPHE WOULD 
PROBABLY BE MUCH HIGHER, AND THAT THE LIMIT PASSED BY CONGRESS 
WOULD JUST ENCOURAGE CARELESSNESS ON THE PART OF NUCLEAR POWER 
PLANT OPERATORS, 

THE SUPREME COURT CONCEDED THAT THERE IS REALLY NO WAY TO 
KNOW HOW MUCH IT WOULD COST TO CLEAN UP AFTER A MAJOR NUCLEAR 
ACCIDENT, AND NO WAY TO SET A DOLLAR FIGURE ON THE PEOPLE WHO 
WOULD BE KILLED OR INJURED, BUT IT SAIO HAT IT WAS REASONABLE 
FOR CONGRESS TO SET SOME LIMIT ON LIABILITY TO ENCOURAGE NUCLEAR 
DEVELOPMENT BY PRIVATE INDUSTRY. IT SAID CONGRESSIONAL GUARANTEES 
OF THE 560-MILLION-OOLLAR PAYMENT MEAN THAT FUTURE VICTIMS WOULD 
AT LEAST GET SOMETHING. AND IT SAIO THAT SAFETY RULES AS WELL 
AS THE ENORMOUS ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES TO ANY COMPANY THAT LOST 
A NUCLEAR POWER PLANT IN AN ACCIDENT WERE SUFFICIENT PROTECTION 
AGAINST CARELESSNESS. 
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